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Abstract 
Not-for-profit community services have an age-old history of social justice values based service provision. It has been the reason 
why people choose to work with these organizations. It is the reason donors give. However, in the current neoliberal economic 
climate in western democracies the emphasis on competition, contracts and compliance has significantly changed the operational 
context. Defining an economic approach to service delivery is as important as the services delivered. Transparency in that approach 
particularly in relation to the values of the organization is essential in order to keep faith with workers donors and stakeholders. 
This study explored the views of 22 leaders of not-for-profit community service organizations particularly in relation to 
organizational values and economic approaches and challenges. The in-depth interviews are analyzed through the lens of value 
pluralism. Originally a political philosophy, it recognises that completely different values can operate in the same domain yet be of 
equal merit and importance. Typically, the different values coexist harmoniously, however in difficult decisions they can be 
mutually exclusive resulting in irresolvable conflict. The analysis identified that the organizations were operating from a plural 
values base that included both the espoused social justice values and unespoused, unacknowledged economic values often disguised 
as imperatives. They were, in effect, the silent partner, highly influential but not clearly identifiable. The implications of this are 
explored from a strategic management perspective. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The not-for-profit sector is known by a range of descriptors such as the voluntary sector, civil society and the NGO 
(non-government) sector to name the most common. However, for the purpose of this paper, the focus is the subset of 
non-government, not-for-profit, community services
The organisations in this subset engage in activities such as disability services, substitute care for children, 
counselling, family support, poverty relief, youth services and aged care. They include iconic international names such 
as the Salvation Army, Oxfam, Society of Saint Vincent de Paul, and Save the Children, in addition to the many and 
varied organisations known little further than their local precincts. Notwithstanding their commonalities community 
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services have, a great diversity in philosophies, size and resourcing. Whilst large to extra-large organisations tend to 
manage a greater diversity of funding sources (Berman, Brooks & Murphy, 2006, pp. 84 86) including dedicated 
fundraising programs and the sale of goods and services (Lyons, North-Samardzic & Young, 2007, pp. 99 100), the 
majority of organisations operate with little or no private donations and are largely dependent upon government 
funding (Merrindahl, 2006, p. 315).  
 
The factor that distinguishes not-for-profit community services from government and for-profit services is the 
organisational values. They are the single purpose for its service provision. It does not have political, shareholder or 
 souls, grow saints, and serve suffering 
of transformation, integrity and compassion, flow from its mission (Salvation Army, 2012). 
 
 
The organisational values are one of the central reasons why people choose to work and volunteer in not-for-profit 
community service organisations. They are the reason donors give, bequests are left, philanthropic foundations fund 
and for-profits sponsor. They have defined nongovernment, not-for-  
for centuries.  
 
2. Operational Characteristics Of The Not-For-Profit Sector 
 
Not-for-profit institutions have a different legal status to for-profit organizations. They are self governing, private and 
voluntary (in the sense of non compulsory). They 
create wealth for their shareholders. They can generate income from for-profit businesses but they cannot distribute 
the profits to those who own or control them (Commonwealth of Australia 2001). Their principal value is the 
organisation embodies (Oster, 1995, p. 139 43). This has not changed since their inception (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2001, Australian Government Productivity Commission 2010). 
 
In addition to the difference in legal status, there are two other universally accepted differences between the not-for-
profit sector and the government and business sectors in developed democracies.  Not-for-profit community services 
are value expressive (Jeavons, 1992). They engage in selfless service orientated to social change (Drucker, 1990). The 
mission of a not-for-profit community service embodies and reflects its values (Hudson, 1999).  The influence of 
values and ideologies on the management and governance of the not-for-profit sector is why not-for-profit community 
services are seen as more humane, sensitive and individualising than government community services (Jeavons,1992; 
Kramer, 1987).  
 
The other difference is in the nature and culture of the work environment. It is recognised in the literature that not-for-
profit employees are paid less than their for-profit or government counterparts (Hallock, 2002; McMullen and 
Schellenberg, 2003). The common explanation for making the choice to work in the not-for-profit sector and accept 
lower remuneration is because of the nature of the actual work and the values and goals of the employees. It suggests 
that a trade-off exists between extrinsic remuneration and the intrinsic satisfaction gained from working in the sector 
(DeVaro & Brookshire, 2007; Onyx, 1998). This is particularly important because the human capital of not-for-profit 
community services is their central resource (Kong, 2007; Kong & Thomson, 2006). 
 
3. Changing Political Context 
 
priv 7). This 
microeconomic reform agenda was, in effect, economic liberalism or neoliberalism. Up until the Global Financial 
Crisis, it was the dominant economic theory on which developed nations were basing their political and social policies 
(Jamrozik, 2006, p. 7). Since the Global Financial Crisis there has been much criticism of neoliberalism but little 
 
 
The not-for-profit sector experienced strong growth from 1999-2000 to 2006-07 with a 15 per cent increase in 
community services (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2010). This reflected a decade of significant 
change for not-for-profit community services with the out-sourcing of traditional government services, outcomes-
based government funding agreements and competitive tendering with for-profit businesses.  Funding agreements 
between state and community service organisations became contractual. Greater emphasis was placed on quantifiable 
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outputs and increased productivity. Governments engaged in contracts deemed to be purchase agreements but with a 
partial funding model.  Moreover, contracts stipulated the return of any surplus and moved away from capital grants 
(Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2010). In these economic circumstances it has been difficult for 
many not-for-profit community services to invest in improvements, access finance, or to build a surplus to fund 
investment (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2010 p. XXXll).  These changes have applied 
unprecedented economic pressures that have been generally experienced as urgent economic imperatives (largely 
contrived) over which there is little control (Pusey, 2010).  In response there has been a divergence in the strategic 
management of services creating a dichotomy between so-
business orientation and 
modus operandi characterised by one another as bleeding hearts and bean counters. 
 
These polarized dichotomies reflect the monism in the sectors values. Value monism maintains that a system will be 
dominated by o
(Crowder, 2003, p. 2). In part this is possible because economics is primarily seen as value free. However, this is not 
the case. For example neo-liberal economics is purported to be value neutral with free choice and free exchange 
leading to efficient markets. However, it is underpinned by the value of freedom atural counter-
values, justice  and care (van Staveren, 2001). 
 
4. Organizational Values 
 
Simply put
intrinsically important and provide a frame of reference for organisational decisions (Sunder, 2003). Organisational 
values can be espoused ( ) and they can be enacted or lived ( ) 
(Brown, 1998). Enacted values are implied and demonstrated in the actions and decisions of individuals on behalf of 
the organisation.  In organisations where espoused and enacted values differ, employees can interpret the espoused 
value statements as empty, which in turn undermines the credibility of management, lowers employee morale and 
engenders cynicism (Lenocioni,  2002). Given that the human capital of not-for-profit community services is their 
greatest asset and given that one of the significant reasons people choose to work in not-for-profit community services 
is the organisational values; it would seem that value alignment and congruence with organisational decisions and 
practice is of paramount importance and concern. 
  
C
althy work environment (Vogelsang, 1998). It contributes 
to employee commitment and identification with the organisation, job satisfaction, retention and employee cohesion to 
name a few (Kouzes, 2003; Sullivan, Sullivan & Buffton, 2002;). Within an organis
(Hesselbein, 2005).  
 
Since the rise of triple bottom line reporting that accounts against economic, social and environmental performance, 
many for-profit businesses are familiar with a value plural operating environment as opposed to a value monistic 
operating environment. To quote Nike: 
 they demand our best performance. 
meaningful change. The opportunity is greater than ever for our sustainability strategy to drive business growth, build 
 
 
Nike is one organisation forced to adopt a value plural modus operandi because of the criticism of its supply chain to 
sweatshop labor conditions in the low-wage countries (Greenberg & Knight, 2004)
 
 
This idea of the benefit of more than one set of values is a theme in the work of the political philosopher Isaiah Berlin 
(1909 97). Berlin maintained that in many aspects of society there are multiple value sets operating and coexisting 
simultaneously (Crowder, 2004). Spiritual and cultural examples are Islam, Judaism, and Christianity and political 
embodies total rightness and thus can take precedence over any other competing values. It is not possible to place 
competing values into a common scale to determine which is superior. Instead, value pluralism recognises that 
different values can be of equal merit and importance and may be mutually exclusive resulting in some circumstance 
in irresolvable conflict (Grey, 2000).  Berlin referred to these circumstances as incommensurable (Grey, 2000, p. 35).  
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For example, inherent in operational decisions in not-for-profit community services are the values of social justice and 
the values of economic success and sustainability. Both may appear to cohabit with equal merit however, when one of 
the operations of that service, that meets the needs of the service users in the only way possible, is deemed to be 
economically unviable, a choice is required. Continuing that particular operation 
the organisation. In such a situation the organisational values should serve as a frame of reference for the 
organisation s decisions (Sunder 2003). However if there are no economic values expressed then the organisational 
frame of reference is wanting and the economic considerations and judgement falls exclusively on the orientation of 
the senior management and Board. Their decision becomes enacted values. Consequently, in the absence of an 
justice values. This could bring into question the stren
associated risks for worker, donor and stakeholder commitment.  
 
Navigating such a decision that involves incommensurable values and incurs difficult choices requires a general 
framework onto which an organisation can attach its specific policies; a value plural framework that accounts for the 
social justice and economic responsibilities of the organisation. At the level of the decision maker, it requires 
Aristot Swanton, 2003). Practical wisdom is not just a collation of the facts. It is a depth of 
understanding and insight that sees the relativity and relationships among things with an acute sense of the whole. It 
takes into account that no two real-life situations are ever identical. Consequently, whilst it is important to consider 
applicable rules, principles, conventions, precedents and the interests of people affected. It is equally important to 
judge a situation on its individual merits, features and circumstances. Practical wisdom is the ability and capacity to 
decide what it means to do the right thing in the right place at the right time (Stocker, 1990).  
 
The logic for a value plural operating context and the leadership from the for-profit sector in this area begs the 
-for-profit sector. One possibility is the sense of moral superiority that 
has been a hallmark of the sector and an identified barrier to creative problem solving (Dees & Battle Anderson, 
2003). Another possibility is the interpretation of economic pressures as imperatives only that require values free 
decisions.   
 
This paper reports on a qualitative research study in which the Chairpersons and CEOs of eleven Australian not-for-
profit community services were interviewed in depth about their organisations and the values (both espoused and 
enacted) that influenced their decisions. The analysis of the interviews was done through the lens of value pluralism. 
 
5. Methodology  
 
The methodology used was grounded theory (Charmez, 2006). The research questions were: 
1. What are the espoused organisational values operating currently in not-for-profit social services? 
2. What other values, espoused, implied and/or enacted, underpin priorities and decision making in these 
organisations? 
 
A purposeful selective sampling process (Spradley, 1979) was used to identify participating organisations, based on 
organisational size, service type and location. There were eleven organisations and for each the Chair and CEO were 
interviewed because they represented the two levels of leadership. The CEOs and the Chairs of the Board were 
distinguished according to their background employment which was either for-profit (FP), government (govt) or not-
for-profit (NFP). The interviews were semi-stru
were asked about the management challenges in the sector in general and particularly in the current policy and funding 
context. The interview transcripts, organisational materials, diaries and memos were managed and coded 
electronically. The computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software NVivo (Version 8) was used to code the data. 
It was a recursive data collection and analysis process (Bryman, 2001, pp. 388 401). 
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6. Social Justice Values 
 
In all cases the core purposes of the organisations were explicitly social justice in nature and in that respect they were 
inherently value laden.  Allison, the Chair of Family Care  a medium single focus organisation, saw a strength and 
resilien  
that part of the value base that probably stops you from going off the rails is the 
(Allison) 
 
Matthew CEO of Woodlands Attainment, a large organisation with a single focus, linked the importance of the 
org  
 
interest for the person receiving a service, rather than a sausage fac Matthew) 
 
7. Economic Values 
 
All the interviewees expressed some economic values in relation to their organisation even though these economic 
values are not formally espoused in the organisational values. Essentially there was a dichotomy between the 
commercial, for-
ds in either the 
not-for-profit and government or for-profit sectors. 
 
Fredericka, the Chair of People First, was keenly aware of the importance of economic viability. However, her 
concerns were directly related to the demands of the current competitive funding context and the ability of the 
organisation to achieve its mandate. Her background was in the not-for-profit sector. 
capacity of the organisation. So a key role that the CEO needs to play is in financial management within the 
organisation and in locating alternative sources of funding, writing submissions, identifying tenders that can be 
suitable for the organisation to do. So the position has evolved from one that was about human services management 
to one that increasingly needs skilled business strategies in the current political environment. The competitive 
tendering, for example, requires us to maintain our competitiveness with other large non-profits and for-profits.
(Fredericka)  
 
Interviewees from a for-profit background aligned financial competence with commercial, for-profit skills and 
experience. As Stewart the Chair of Compassion (extra large multi focus) expressed it:  
 manager can run a charitable organisation in a commercial way, it would basically go out of business in 
 (Stewart) 
 
The interviewees with a not-for-profit background all recognised the critical importance of financial and economic 
expertise in operating their organisations; however they did not associate that expertise with commercial, for-profit 
experience. They viewed the skills as generic and the expertise as derived from an understanding of the ideology and 
operating context of the not-for-profit sector. Challenging the view that financial and economic expertise is most 
valuable when it comes from a commercial, for-profit background was a common theme with these interviewees.  
Winifred, Chair of Capacity Builders, a medium, single focus organisation, had experienced problems with people 
from a commercial background. 
 
(Winifred) 
 
8. Values Blend, Tensions and Incommensurability 
 
Recognizing the need for a blend of social justice and economic values was common to all interviewees. The 
overriding view of most of the interviewees was that the values blend brought with it an inherent tension between the 
 
 Pseudonyms are used to protect confidentiality.  
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economic requirements and the social justice purpose. Yet, again the emphasis was different between the interviewees 
from a not-for-profit background and interviewees from a for-profit background. Desmond, CEO of Christian 
Fellowship Sydney (large, multi focus), expressed a common view held by interviewees with a not-for-profit 
background that both value sets are essential and essentially need to be interrelated.  
-for-profit sector in Australia unless you are business-like. The
between being business-like and understanding what we do for a much deeper reason, for that fundamental ideology. 
So the challenge is, as we train our managers and staff to be more professional, to be technically advanced, to use 
best business practice processes and assistance in whatever they are doing; the challenge is to keep that parallel of 
actually do different things than the for-profit provider down the road  -like, 
(Desmond) 
 
On the other hand, Ian, Chair of Access for All, (extra large single focus) was typical of interviewees from a for-profit 
background where the fundamental concern was the need for commercial business practices, first in order to enable 
the organisation to grow and the social justice services to be funded.  
tween making a profit  which enables you to keep going and to put money 
back into the place  
also got to be hard in terms of business skills and commercial  b  
(Ian) 
 
The comments on the tension between economic and social justice values suggest that there is a point at which one 
values set must take precedence over the other in a decision; the point of incommensurability. It is the blunt end of the 
spectrum. Both Robert (CEO of Compassion) from a for-profit background and Thomas, (CEO of Focus, extra large, 
single focus) from a not-for-profit background describe this point of incommensurability. However their emphasis and 
bias differ.  
you 
start cutting you get into a spiral ome big business people came in and looked at our books and said we should 
 
their way. What we are actually doing is reinventing the service model to become a market model. And I come back to 
different types of services and if we actually remove any single one of them for economic reasons we are diminishing 
what we are here for. So how do we construct a service framework that allows us that necessary diversity and is 
(Thomas) 
 
  
 
To which I say, firstly no one has the moral high ground and secondly if you care about the purpose of the 
organisation then you should care deeply about the resources of the organi
that are available. We have to be prepared to self examine on that and be quite rigorous about that because otherwise 
we are ducking what the mission and the purpose o Robert) 
 
Both Thomas and Robert recognised the finite nature of resources and the economic imperatives. They also recognised 
the social justice purpose of the organisation and the competing needs in th s 
primarily driven by economic values and required a rigorous appraisal and a h s 
primarily driven by social justice values and required a creative solution to the framework of service provision.  
 
In addition to the economic values that influenced internal decision in organisations, there were values expressed 
about the competitive market context established by governments under their neo-liberal economic policies. Again 
these varied.  Fredericka from a not-for-profit background had a strong collective focus. Her comments reflected the 
Moreover she was all too aware of the damaging effects of competition policy on the potential for cohesion within the 
sector.  
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orporate economic rationalist human services kind of stuff, they are forgetting about 
consultation, forgetting about people. We need to constantly keep reminding ourselves why we are here and who we 
are here for. But also we need to look at ways of working together but not being competitive. Like the government 
might have put us into that competitive kind of realm or mind set through competitive tendering and all that kind of 
stuff right, but we have so much in common, we should have a shared vision and we need to look at how we can do 
(Fredericka) 
 
Stewart, typical of interviewees from a for-profit background, viewed the situation somewhat differently. 
 need to be ahead of the game because others will actually 
o do the new one, sort yourself out and 
(Stewart) 
 
9. Discussion 
 
The interviews and analysis confirmed that, in addition to the espoused social justice values, all the organisations were 
also operating with a set of economic values. Nonetheless, there was no recognition of value pluralism in the sector or 
within organisations. The only recognised organisational values were the social justice values.  
 
All organisations and individuals encountered in the research were all too mindful of economic imperatives and the 
importance of sound financial management and liquidity. However, the interviews demonstrated that the economic 
values expressed and enacted were not imperatives, although often, at the hard edge of decision-making, they were 
interpreted and asserted as such. In these circumstances it gave them a status beyond a value, which in many cases led 
to their priority over social justice values in organisational management.  Even so, these were economic values 
because they guided the way of viewing the organisation, the current operating context and decisions with financial 
implications. They fitted the description of unespoused organisational values.  
 
The lack of an overarching espoused organisational position on economic values meant that there was no process of 
open debate and values clarification to collectively determine the economic values of an organisation. Moreover, there 
were no official guides either for the decision makers in their work, or to inform stakeholders of the org
approach, and no guides that would transcend personnel changes. These unacknowledged economic values were, in 
effect, the silent partners to the social justice values of the organisation  enormously influential but unseen. When a 
decision was made, the incommensurability was not transparent and the opportunity for developing organisational 
knowledge and linguistic and decision making tools around value pluralism and incommensurability was lost. 
Furthermore, the leadership and practical wisdom that is required to navigate a decision in such a situation was not 
recognised and articulated as a desirable attribute in management. All in all it placed organisations at risk of appearing 
to operate in a way that was incongruent with their social justice values, thus potentially undermining the confidence 
and belief of staff and stakeholders in the organisations commitment to delivering its mission according to its values.  
 
10.  Conclusion  
 
It is clear from this research that not-for-profit community service organisations need to examine their economic 
approaches from a values perspective. Both the economic and social justice values of the organisation need to be in the 
same conversations, they need to be considered in relation to each other and they need to be understood in the same 
decision making framework. It is important for consistency in the organisation and for congruence so that faith can be 
kept with all stakeholders.   
 
Instead of blindly occupying the values moral high ground, not-for-profit community services need to take a look at 
the corporate sector. It has had to face and embrace its broader responsibilities beyond shareholder returns and grasp 
the nettle of value pluralism. Facing and embracing economic values offers an opportunity to create a conversation 
and discourse. One that engenders creativity taking organisations beyond the bleeding heart, bean counter dichotomy 
and into territory where economic sustainability can be sought without the risk of perceived mission drift. 
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